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MAN I N  AUSTRALIA : PRESENT AND PAST 
Human h i s to ry  is f i r s t  of a l l  t h e  h i s t o r y  of hunting and 
gathering communities. More than 99% of tool-making man's t i m e  
on ea r th  has been occupied by t h i s  way of l i f e .  Agr icul ture ,  
c i t i e s  and atomic weapons are, by comparison, an almost ins tant -  
aneous and probably unstable development out of a long and highly 
successful  adaptation. 
Today, almost a l l  hunting and gathering s o c i e t i e s  a r e  e x t i n c t ,  
crushed out of existence by the  population d e n s i t i e s  and c u l t u r a l  
intolerances of ag r icu l tu ra l  man. There a r e  now no communities 
which remain unaffected by the modern i n d u s t r i a l  world, which is  
unable t o  t o l e r a t e  any exclusions from i ts hegemony. 
Aust ra l ia  is the  continent most r ecen t ly  intruded on by 
machine-age man. Consequently i ts  hunters  and ga the re r s ,  t h e  
Aborigines, represent  the  longest-lived and l e a s t  external ly-  
affected of a l l  s o c i e t i e s  p rac t i s ing  t h i s  economy. They can 
demonstrate, more c l e a r l y  than any other  communities, t h e  
po ten t i a l s  and handicaps of t h a t  way of l i f e .  This is not t o  
imply t h a t  Austral ian Aborigines are represen ta t ives  of P a l a e o l i t h i c  
man, except insofar a s  any sample group, when s tudied from a 
pa r t i cu la r  viewpoint, may be sa id  t o  embody some of t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
of the  whole groupasdefined by t h a t  viewpoint. What t h e  Austra l ian  
Aborigines can teach us is how men and women have l ived ,  adapted, 
created and innovated without so many of those mechanical a i d s  
which today we regard a s  e s sen t i a l .  
The Aboriginal adaptation i n  the  Austra l ian  continent 
(including Tasmania), has evolved over a long period of time - 
a t  l e a s t  30,000 years and possibly considerably longer. During 
t h a t  time both Aboriginal cu l tu re  and t h e  environment have under- 
gone considerable change. The causes, nature  and r a t e  of these  
changes a r e  of considerable i n t e r e s t  s i n c e  they disprove t h e  widely 
held bel ief  t h a t  "savages never invent anything''. The underlying 
theme of t h i s  chapter i s  t h a t  while Aboriginal c u l t u r e s  may have 
been conservative, development and invention was a l s o  p a r t  of t h e i r  
l i f e s t y l e .  Since t h e  wr i t e r  is a p reh i s to r i an ,  t h i s  w i l l  be 
i l l u s t r a t e d  primarily from the archaeological  record,  which, over 
the  l a s t  ten  years,  has increasingly forced upon u s  a re-examination 
of the  theore t i ca l  framework through which we view man's pas t .  
Therefore, following a br ief  desc r ip t ion  of t r a d i t i o n a l  Aboriginal 
cul ture  as known from ethnographic sources,  a t t e n t i o n  w i l l  be 
given t o  the  descr ip t ion and ana lys i s  of some archaeological  
discoveries which r a i s e  important themes i n  our current  views of 
man's c u l t u r a l  development. 
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The Ethnographic Present  
I n  1788 A.D. t he  3,000,000 square m i l e s  of Austral ia supported 
some 300,000 people. About two-thirds of these l ived i n  woodland 
and coas ta l  regions,  e spec ia l ly  around the  t rop ica l  north coast  and 
i n  c e r t a i n  favoured c o a s t a l  and r ive r ine  regions i n  the  southeast. 
I n  the  r i c h e s t  areas  population dens i t i e s  might reach one person 
t o  the  square mile;  i n  the  deser t  an average of one person/100 
square mi les  was common. 
These 300,000 people spoke over 500 d i f fe ren t  languages, 
grouped i n t o  twenty f i v e  families.  One language family covered 
seven-eights of t h e  continent,  with a l l  the  o thers  being crowded 
i n t o  t h e  north-westem corner of the  continent. In  Tasmania the  
3000 - 5000 people spoke f i v e  d i f fe ren t  languages, divided i n t o  
two groups. Tasmanian languages cannot be linked t o  any Australian 
languages, nor can any resemblances be found between the  l a t t e r  
and any languages ou t s ide  t h e  continent. 
I n  s p i t e  of minor va r i a t ions  i n  physical appearance, there  is 
no evidence t h a t  Aborigines belonged t o  more than one race, which 
adapted t o  t h e  Austral ian environment over many thousands of years. 
There a r e  a l s o  good reasons f o r  believing tha t  the  Tasmanian 
Aborigines belonged t o  t h i s  same race,  with t h e i r  apparent 
d i f fe rences  of sk in  colour,  h a i r  form, s t a t u r e  and the  l i k e ,  having 
evolved during t h e i r  10,000 years of i s o l a t i o n  on the  island.  The 
same is  t r u e  of so-called pygmy or  Negrito groups who inhabited some 
t r o p i c a l  r a i n f o r e s t ;  they appear a l so  t o  be simply a loca l ly  var iable  
group whose blood groups and other genet ic  cha rac te r i s t i c s  place them 
c l e a r l y  wi thin  t h e  Austra l ian  race. 
Over t h e  whole continent Aboriginal groups l ived by hunting 
wild animals and gathering p lan t s ,  s h e l l f i s h  and other immobile 
resources.  For most of the  year these groups numbered 10 - 50 
people whose movements around the  countryside were based on a keen 
apprecia t ion of the  seasonal  va r i a t ion  i n  food supplies. I n  the 
monsoonal nor th ,  f o r  ins tance ,  the  d i s t inc t ion  between the  w e t  and 
dry seasons is c r i t i c a l .  I n  the  wet the  p la ins  a r e  inundated and 
t h e  swamps overflow s o  t h a t  animals and men r e t r e a t  t o  higher 
ground, and p lan t  food is  scarcer  and more e r r a t i c  i n  occurrence. 
I n  the  dry ,  r o o t s ,  f r u i t  and es tuar ine  fauna a r e  more abundant and 
access ib le  and people can exp lo i t  a wider range of foods. Wet 
season camps tend t o  be l a r g e r ,  semi-permanent a f f a i r s  whereas l i f e  
i n  the  dry season is more nomadic and each group numbers fewer people. 
I n  southern a reas ,  where seasonal va r i a t ion  between sunnner 
and winter  is more not iceable ,  group patterning was re la ted  t o  t h i s  
f ac to r .  Summer is a time when a wider va r i e ty  of vegetable food is 
ava i l ab le ,  some f i s h  come c lose r  inshore and s h e l l f i s h  a r e  more 
e a s i l y  and p leasan t ly  gathered. Hence there is a concentration of 
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people on t h e  coast  and l a rge r  groups can more e a s i l y  come together .  
I n  winter food resources a re  more s c a t t e r e d  and s o  smal ler  groups of 
people d i s t r ibu ted  themselves more uniformly over the  countryside 
t o  take advantage of what food t h e r e  was. Approximately t h e  same 
pa t t e rn  of movement occurred a l s o  i n  Tasmania. 
Although there  were d i f ferences  i n  d i f f e r e n t  environments, 
vegetable foods everywhere formed the  b a s i s  of t h e  d i e t ,  u sua l ly  
contributing between one-half and two-thirds of the  t o t a l  food. 
While the hunted meat and speared f i s h  t h a t  men contributed w e r e  
usually more highly valued s o c i a l l y  - and w e r e ,  of course, e s s e n t i a l  
t o  d i e t  - it was the  women's r e l i a b l y  regu la r  provis ion of gathered 
foods which enabled the  continuing exis tence  of every Aboriginal  
group. I n  coas ta l  areas i t  was the  women who co l l ec ted  s h e l l f i s h  
and i t  was they a l s o  who caught f i s h  by hook and l i n e ,  where these  
were i n  use. Women, t h a t  is, were responsible  f o r  a l l  foods which 
were s t a t ionary  o r  could be regarded a s  being "collected". Honey, 
highly valued by a l l ,  formed one of the  few exceptions t o  t h i s  near- 
universal  d iv is ion of labour. 
Since t h i s  complex in tegra ted  economic adapta t ion t o  t h e  
various Austral ian environments depended so  markedly on t h e  women, 
much of the  s o c i a l  organisation and ideology of Aboriginal  c u l t u r e  
may be seen a s  mechanisms for  d i s t r i b u t i n g  woman-power f a i r l y  between 
groups. Anthropologist N. Peterson has pointed out t h a t  o lde r  men, 
no longer able  t o  hunt, were t o t a l l y  r e l i a n t  on t h e  food-gathering 
a c t i v i t i e s  of women and hence t r i e d  t o  acquire  younger wives and 
t o  keep t h e i r  daughters within t h e i r  group. Older women, s t i l l  a b l e  
t o  co l l ec t  roots  and seeds f o r  themselves, w e r e  a b l e  t o  maintain 
themselves much l a t e r  i n  l i f e  than men w e r e .  We may thus  see t h e  
old-man-dominated s o c i a l  and r e l i g i o u s  l i f e  of Aborigines a s  a 
functional  replacement of t h e i r  decl in ing economic contr ibut ion.  
By admitting t h a t  the  old men possessed the  spec ia l i sed  knowledge 
necessary f o r  the  maintenance of the  world order  - how t o  enac t  t h e  
deeds of the  continually-present D r e a m t i m e ;  t h e  content and meaning 
of cu l t s ,  legends and sacred ob jec t s  - t h e  group provided a 
mechanism which allowed them t o  cher ish  those  whom they loved but  
who could no longer make a s t r i c t l y  economic contr ibut ion.  
Indus t r i a l  s o c i e t i e s  a r e  l e s s  a b l e  t o  l e g i t i m a t i z e  the  ex i s t ence  of 
t h e i r  old people. 
How did t h i s  successful  way of l i f e  come i n t o  exis tence?  
Are we here faced with a discarded corner i n  man's progress o r  a 
new, barely-understood contr ibut ion t o  t h e  human condit ion? To 
these,  and other  questions answerablesole lyfrom t h e  p r e h i s t o r i c  
pas t ,  we w i l l  now turn. 
The Preh i s to r i c  Past  
I n  t h i s  sec t ion  the  writer turns  from a genera l  desc r ip t ion  
t o  one pa r t i cu la r  local ised archaeological  discovery , which h e  
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w i l l  u se  a s  a po in t  of depar ture  f o r  t h e  d iscuss ion  of var ious  
gene ra l  problems. 
I n  1968 a human cremation b u r i a l  was discovered i n  a l u n e t t e  
border ing  a now-dry P le i s tocene  l ake  i n  Western New South Wales, 
ca. 750 km. west of Sydney. Radiocarbon da t e s  of 26,000 years  
ago have been obtained from t h e  ske l ton  i t s e l f  and the  surrounding 
depos i t .  I n  an  area of about 150 m. around t h e  b u r i a l ,  a l l  belonging 
t o  t h e  same d e p o s i t i o n a l  horizon,  were 16 f l a t ,  open hear ths  
a s soc ia t ed  wi th  fragments of animal bone, s h e l l f i s h  and s tone  
a r t e f a c t s .  Th i s  discovery a t  Lake Mungo r a i s e s  a number of f ea tu re s  
of i n t e r e s t  which may be discussed under t he  following headings: 
d a t e ,  s k e l e t a l  remains, funerary  p r a c t i c e s ,  a r t e f a c t s ,  a r t  and 
man-environment r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  
Dating. The d a t i n g  of t h e  Lake Mungo s i t e  t o  ca.  26,000 years  ago 
is c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  d a t e s  from f i v e  o the r  archaeological  loca t ions  
s c a t t e r e d  through Aus t r a l i a .  So f a r  no good evidence of human 
c u l t u r e  o l d e r  than  these  has  been obtained,  d e s p i t e  s eve ra l  claims. 
We may t h e r e f o r e  suspect  t h a t  man had entered  and adapted t o  the  
v a r i e t i e s  of e l e v a t i o n ,  c l ima te ,  f l o r a  and fauna of t h e  Aust ra l ian  
realm by ca. 25 - 30,000 B.C. What a r e  t he  implicat ions of t h i s ?  
The Aus t r a l i an  realm, w i th  i ts  well-known marsupial fauna, 
is c l e a r l y  d i s t i n c t  from its immediate con t inen ta l  neighbour, 
sou theas t  Asia,  where modern p l acen ta l  mammals a r e  everywhere i n  
evidence. The d i v i s i o n  between t h e  two realms has been maintained 
f o r  t e n s  of m i l l i o n s  of years .  While wi th in  Ple is tocene  times - 
t h e  last 2 m i l l i o n  yea r s  - both  the  southeas t  Asian and Aust ra l ian  
con t inen t s  have extended t h e i r  shores towards each o ther  during 
pe r iods  of lower s e a  l e v e l s ,  t h e r e  has always remained a s e a  
b a r r i e r  between them. This  b a r r i e r ,  Wallacea, s t r e t ch ing  from North 
t o  South through c e n t r a l  Indonesia,  has always been a mosaic of 
s e a  and i s l a n d s ,  r equ i r ing  by any rou te  a minimum voyage of 95 h. 
between ad jacen t  i s l a n d s  i f  i t  is t o  be crossed. 
Wallacea was a b a r r i e r  t o  the movement of e a r l y  man f o r  
hundreds of thousands of years .  The discovery of H m o  erectus 
(Pithecmthropus) remains i n  Java,  a t  l e a s t  one mi l l i on  years  
o l d ,  is no t  p a r a l l e l e d  by comparable d iscover ies  i n  Aust ra l ia .  
Even, i f ,  a s  has  r e c e n t l y  been suggested, t h e r e  is Ple is tocene  
occupation wi th in  Wallacea, t h a t  se t t lement  never reached 
Aus t r a l i a .  By 30,000 B.C. however, and perhaps r a t h e r  e a r l i e r ,  
we must envisage  t h e  ances to r s  of Aust ra l ian  Aborigines crossing 
sea b a r r i e r s  of some magnitude. 
Off-shore voyaging and in t e r - i s l and  t r a v e l  a t  t h i s  d a t e  need 
n o t  imply t h a t  h igh ly  soph i s t i ca t ed  canoes were involved; indeed, 
i t  is l i k e l y  t h a t  s imple  r a f t s  or  bark canoes were employed. 
Archived at Flinders University: dspace.flinders.edu.au
Nonetheless, even these a r t e f a c t s  imply a technological  h i s t o r y  
ra the r  d i f f e r e n t  from tha t  known i n  t h e  West. I n  Europe, f o r  
example, t h e  f i r s t  evidence of any r e a l  f a m i l i a r i t y  with t h e  
sea  occurs only i n  Mesolithic times, l a t e r  than 10,000 B.P. 
and is lands  such a s  Corsica may not have been occupied p r i o r  t o  
t h i s  time. The general  absence of sea  f i s h  i n  P a l a e o l i t h i c  sites 
is a l so  well  known. By con t ras t ,  t he  i s l and  world of Indonesia 
developed a marine o r i en ta t ion  wi thin  P l e i s  tocene times. Their  
techniques were adequate t o  cross ,  even i f  only occas ional ly ,  q u i t e  
major water ba r r i e r s .  And furthermore w e  must s e e  i n  t h i s  develop- 
ment the  s t a r t  of a maritime t r a d i t i o n  which was eventually t o  
lead t o  the  set t lement of the e n t i r e  P a c i f i c  world. 
Skele ta l  Remains. The Lake Mungo skele ton consis ted  of a young 
adu l t  female of g r a c i l e  build and shor t  s t a t u r e .  A l l  c r a n i a l  
fea tures  appear t o  be typical  of modern Aborigines. A s i m i l a r ,  
modern pa t t e rn  occurs a l s o  i n  t h e  famous Keilor s k u l l ,  now 
dated t o  ca. 7000 years B.P. 
Other f o s s i l  s k e l e t a l  mater ia l ,  however, e x h i b i t s  a d i f f e r e n t  
appearance. For example, i n  t h e  Kow Swamp b u r i a l  ground, where 
a t  l e a s t  25 individuals w e r e  buried i n  t h e  period 8 - 10,000 B.P., 
a l l  skeletons have a much more "archaic" appearance. The 
skeletons,  along with severa l  o the r s  from t h e  same general  a rea  
of southeastern Austra l ia ,  a r e  a l l  marked by l a r g e  brow r idges ,  
large  pala tes  and very th ick  s k u l l s .  The unusual f e a t u r e s  a r e  
concentrated on the  mandible and f ron t  p a r t  of the  cranium, and 
i n  these areas a t  l e a s t  a l l  measurements f a l l  ou t s ide  t h e  range 
of those taken on modern Aborigines and a r e  wi thin  t h e  range of 
H m o  erectus. 
This raises a problem of some i n t e r e s t  i n  t h a t  the  "archaic" 
fea tures  appear t o  e x i s t  considerably more recen t ly  than the  
evolution of 'modern' ones. Three so lu t ions  t o  the  problem 
have been proposed. 
One is t o  say t h a t  i n  the  Kow Swamp and s i m i l a r  ma te r i a l  
there  is the  record of the  e a r l i e s t  s e t t l e r s  i n  Aus t ra l i a ,  and 
t h a t  these formed a population which maintained its separa teness  
fo r  a considerable period of t i m e .  The Lake Mungo skele ton,  
according t o  t h i s  theory, would represent  a more "modern" 
population which presumably arr ived i n  Aus t ra l i a  somewhat l a t e r  
i n  time. The implications of t h i s  explanation a r e  considerable.  
F i r s t ,  i n  contradis t inct ion t o  what has been s a i d  above, t h e  
settlement of Austral ia must have occurred we l l  before 30,000 B.C. 
and perhaps a s  much a s  two hundred thousand years  ago. This is 
necessary because the  archaic f ea tu res  of the  Kow Swamp m a t e r i a l ,  
according t o  i t s  discover A. Thorne, form an almost unmodified 
erectus form, and such ea r ly  humans ceased t o  e x i s t  i n  south- 
e a s t  Asia a few hundreds of thousands of years  ago. Thus we 
should f ind human skeletons l i k e  those a t  Kow Swamp dat ing from 
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much o l d e r  times i n  Aus t r a l i a .  
The second impl ica t ion  is tha t  t h i s  population maintained 
i ts  phys i ca l  d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s  from t h e  l a t e r - a r r iv ing  'modern' 
Aborigines - presumably through s o c i a l  means - f o r  a t  l e a s t  
25,000 years .  I t  should be noted, moreover t h a t  both human 
groups occur i n  c l o s e l y  adjacent  a r eas  - Lake Mungo and Kow 
Swamp a r e  only 300 km. a p a r t .  We know too l i t t l e  a t  t h i s  s t age  
t o  do more than po in t  t o  t h e  problem, but  one may wel l  wonder 
j u s t  what s o c i a l  mechanisms would be used by two groups of 
hunter -ga therers  t o  main ta in  such i s o l a t i o n  - and why would t h i s  
be  done anyway? It has c e r t a i n l y  not  occurred among groups 
apparent ly  more r a c i a l l y  d i s t i n c t  than these  two (e.g. Europeans 
and Aborigines)  and never f o r  such a long period. 
The second s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problem is t o  suggest t h a t  Mungo 
and Kow Swamp a r e  simply sepa ra t e  records of a population which 
con ta ins  a g r e a t  d e a l  of v a r i a t i o n  and t h a t  we may expect t o  
f i n d  l o c a l  expression of a spec t s  of t h i s  v a r i a t i o n  a t  d i f f e r e n t  
p l aces  and times. This  s o l u t i o n  a l s o  tends t o  throw doubt on 
t h e  phylogenetic  impl ica t ions  of such f e a t u r e s  a s  have been 
descr ibed  as 'a rchaic '  and t o  a sc r ibe  them t o  more t r a n s i s t o r y  
causes such as d i e t  and d i sease .  One problem with t h i s  so lu t ion  
is why t h e  range of v a r i a t i o n  a s  observed on recent  ( including 
sub - fos s i l )  Aboriginal  ske le tons  does not  include t h a t  found i n  
t h e  Kow Swamp ma te r i a l .  
The t h i r d  s o l u t i o n ,  r ecen t ly  proposed, is t o  s e e  the  
' a rcha ic '  f e a t u r e s  a s  being f o r  some reason gene t i ca l ly  adaptive 
i n  Late  P le i s tocene  Aus t r a l i an  condit ions.  This would allow f o r  
t h e  e n t r y  of a 'modern' populat ion i n t o  Aust ra l ia  ca. 30,000 - 40,000 
yea r s  ago and t h e  subsequent emergence of ' a rchaic '  f e a t u r e s  which 
were appropr i a t e  around 10,000 years  ago but  have subsequently 
been rendered obso le t e  by changing condit ions and have disappeared. 
A t t en t ion  i s  drawn h e r e  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  pattern exhib i ted  by 
' a r cha ic '  f e a t u r e s  is u n l i k e  any s o  f a r  found among poss ib ly  
a n c e s t r a l  popula t ions  i n  southeas t  Asia. This  so lu t ion  is, of 
course,  a f a s c i n a t i n g  one i n  terms of t he  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  studying 
long-term p l a s t i c i t y  i n  i s o l a t e d  human populations of some s i ze .  
It may be  noted he re  i n  passing t h a t  Tasmanian Aboriginal 
remains show very  few major d i f f e rences  t o  southern Aust ra l ian  
ma te r i a l s .  Fragments of 8 ske le tons ,  da t ing  t o  ca. 1000 B.P. 
have r e c e n t l y  been analysed and show a morphology e n t i r e l y  cons is ten t  
wi th  modern Aboriginal  remains. The apparent d i f f e rence  of t he  
Tasmanians noted by e a r l y  explorers  - such f ea tu re s  a s  s k i n  colour, 
h a i r  form and body propor t ions  - can be r e l a t e d  t o  the  t o t a l  
s epa ra t ion  of t h e  i s l a n d  from mainland Aust ra l ia  f o r  t h e  l a s t  
10,000 yea r s ,  a long wi th  environmental s t imulus and more rapid  
g e n e t i c  changes i n  a populat ion which never exceeded 5000 people. 
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Funerary Practices.  The Lake Mungo skele ton was cremated a s  a 
complete and f u l l y  f leshed corpse. After  burning t h e  remains were 
ca re fu l ly  smashed; with pa r t i cu la r  a t t e n t i o n  being paid t o  t h e  
skul l .  The ash and smashed bones were then gathered up and 
placed i n  a small hole beneath, o r  immediately beside,  t h e  pyre. 
This method of d isposal  is  known from both southeas tern  Aus t ra l i a  
and Tasmania and it was pract ised i n  both a reas  u n t i l  t h e  
ethnographic present. 
The in te res t ing  fea ture  he re  is  the  a n t i q u i t y  of compound 
b u r i a l  pract ices .  While simple b u r i a l s ,  o f t en  accompanied by 
grave goods o r  r i t u a l  offer ings  a r e  known from Asia and Europe 
s ince  ca. 60,000 B.P., compound processes of d i sposa l  of the  
dead a r e  less w e l l  documented u n t i l  much more recent  times. The 
Mungo cremation is, i n  f a c t ,  a t  present  the  o ldes t  i n  the  world. 
Furthermore, t h i s  cremation a l s o  shows t h a t  t h e  complex 
pa t t e rns  of disposing of the dead used by Austra l ian  Aborigines 
today a r e  not ,  a s  some have thought, t h e  r e s u l t  of a d i f f u s i o n  
from some agr icu l tu ra l  group o r  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Rather,  we must 
see  these pract ices ,  exis t ing i n  Ple is tocene times, possibly 
developed but ce r t a in ly  elaborated wi thin  Austra l ia ,  a s  probably 
stemming from a long southeast  Asian continuum. Clearly more 
da ta  a r e  needed from t h a t  area,  but we may already propose t h a t  
we have evidence of a t r a d i t i o n  d i s t i n c t  from t h a t  i n  Europe and 
Western Asia, where simple b u r i a l  with g i f t s  of food and precious 
objects  is  almost universal  from the  time of Neanderthal man onward. 
We may well  a l so  have an indicat ion here  of a bas ic  d i f fe rence  
i n  re l ig ious  a t t i t u d e s  i n  the  two a reas ,  but  a t  present  t h i s  would 
be merely speculative.  
Artefacts.  The stone a r t e f a c t s  found with t h e  Mungo skele ton w e r e  
simple core and f l a k e  tools,  consis t ing of steep-edge scrapers  
and other ad hoe heavy duty tools .  There were a l s o  some unworked 
waste f lakes ,  but  it is  c lea r  t h a t  the  s i t e  was not  a p r e h i s t o r i c  
workshop. 
The tools  found a r e  typ ica l  of those t h a t  occur on o the r  
Austral ian s i t e s  u n t i l  about 7,000 years  ago, and a r e  s imi la r  t o  
those found i n  the  New Guinea Highlands and i n  Tasmania u n t i l  t h e  
time of European contact. More importantly they a r e  wi thin  t h e  
same general t r a d i t i o n  a s  the  southeast  Asian 'chopper-chopping- 
tool '  i ndus t r i e s  which pers is ted  i n  t h a t  a rea  from t h e  t i m e  of 
Java man u n t i l  t h e  post-Pleistocene. 
This too l  t r a d i t i o n  is q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  t o  t h a t  found i n  o the r  
p a r t s  of the  world and we a r e  only now beginning t o  comprehend the  
importance of the  difference.  The technological  h i s t o r y  of Europe, 
Africa and western Asia has, f o r  t h e  l a s t  two cen tu r i es ,  been seen 
by anthropologists  a s  dominated by t h e  increas ing complexity and 
d ive r s i f i ca t ton  of stone and bone t o o l  forms, reaching an apogee 
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i n  t h e  extraordinary v a r i e t y  exhibited by the  French Upper 
Pa laeo l i th ic .  When s tudied i n  these terms southeast Asia 
c e r t a i n l y  appears t o  be - and has of ten been claimed t o  be - 
a "backwater", devoid of technological advances. The area does 
n o t  e x h i b i t  an increase  i n  t h e  number and var ie ty  of stone 
tools .  But w e  may note t h a t  within t rop ica l  fo res t  areas today 
wood i n  a l l  i ts forms is f a r  more important than stone i n  
subsis tence a c t i v i t i e s .  To c i t e  one example, where available,  
bamboo knives a r e  longer, sharper and more used f o r  cu t t ing  
meat than a r e  s tone knives. The "conservative" southeast Asian 
t r a d i t i o n  may r e f l e c t  then a t o o l  speci l iza t ion and a sociological  
focus on wood and its var ious  uses, most of which, of course, 
l eave  no t r a c e  i n  t h e  archaeological  record. Further, man's 
a b i l i t y  t o  rapidly  and successfully colonise the  new world of 
Aus t ra l i a  ind ica tes  t h a t  h i s  tools  were as  e f f i c i e n t  a s  the  more 
e labora te ly  f laked s tone a r t e f a c t s  of the  Western world. 
The t o o l  t r a d i t i o n  found i n  Australia i n  l a t e  Pleistocene 
t imes a l s o  contains one remarkable new invention: the  ground 
s tone  axe. Although not found a t  Mungo, the  importance of 
ground s tone axes i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  and popular views of prehistory 
is such t h a t  they must be discussed here. 
To most people, t h e  divis ion of world prehistory i n t o  the  
technological  s t ages  of Pa leo l i th ic ,  Neoli thic,  Bronze and Iron 
Ages is a bas ic  and fami l i a r  one. The d i s t inc t ion  between the  
f i r s t  two s tages  was o r i g i n a l l y  made on the  bas is  of stone-working, 
t h e  Neol i th ic  being characterised by grinding, the  Palaeol i th ic  
by chipping alone. I n  Europe a t  l e a s t  t h i s  technological division 
is accompanied by an econamic one, with the  e a r l i e s t  ground stone 
implements normally being found i n  ear ly  farming communities. 
La te r  research i n t o  the  o r i g i n s  of agr icul ture  i n  southwest Asia 
have not  broken t h i s  nexus and i t  is still  widely believed tha t  
ground s tone axes - undoubtedly more e f f i c i e n t  than chipped ones - 
were only developed when it became necessary f o r  ea r ly  farmers t o  
c l e a r  t h e i r  land. So familar  and basic  is t h i s  model t o  most 
p reh i s to r ians  t h a t  i t  has been believed f o r  many years t h a t  the 
appearance of ground s tone axes i n  non-agricultural s o c i e t i e s  
such a s  Aus t ra l i a  must be the  resu l t  of d i f fus ion following the i r  
invention by a g r i c u l t u r a l i s t s  elsewhere. The following quotation 
is  typ ica l :  
" ~ u t  w e  can completely eliminate the  supposition t h a t  
the  n e o l i t h i c  phenomena i n  Australia or ig inate  independently 
of ou t s ide  influences.  I n  the  l i g h t  of the  whole character 
of t h e  Austra l ian  cu l tu res ,  such an independent o r ig in  is t o  
be regarded a s  out of the  question. On the  contrary, the  
n e o l i t h i c  cu l tu res  which penetrated in to  Australia appear 
t o  have undergone a rapid process of degeneration, typif ied  
by t h e  de te r io ra t ion  i n  stone tools  and i n  the  loss  of ceramics 
and agr icul ture"  . (C. von Fiirer-Haimendorf f , 1938) 
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During t h e  l a s t  f i v e  years, however, ground s tone  axes have 
been found i n  l a t e  Pleistocene contexts  i n  both Aus t ra l i a  and 
southeast Asia. The bes t-documented of these  d iscover ies  a r e  of 
15 whole axes found i n  sands a t  t h e  base of two s i t e s  i n  t h e  
t rop ica l  north of Austral ia.  F ive  radiocarbon d a t e s  g ive  
consis tent  readings of 18 - 22,000 B.P. These axes were associa ted  
with s teep scrapers and other t o o l s  s imi la r  t o  those  found a t  
Lake Mungo. It is c lear  tha t  i n  Aus t ra l i a  and New Guinea a t  least, 
these axes a r e  not  associated wi th ,  and occur thousands of years  
before, the development of a g r i c u l t u r e  anywhere i n  t h e  world. 
It is c lea r  tha t  we need t o  re th ink  our ideas  about not  
only the  re la t ionship  between axes and a g r i c u l t u r e  but  a l s o  t h e  
processes of technological innovation. What were these  e a r l y  
axes used for? Is i t  even l eg i t ima te  t o  charac te r i se  t h e  stone- 
working t r a d i t i o n s  of t h i s  area as l'conservative"? I f  these  and 
s imi lar  questions can only be answered by specula t ion a t  present  
i t  is  nonetheless c l ea r  t h a t  a Euro-centric view of world 
prehistory is e n t i r e l y  inadequate f o r  today. 
A r t .  A s  well  a s  t h e  stone tools ,  p e l l e t s  of ochre were discovered 
-
i n  the  grave a t  Mungo, suggesting some a e s t h e t i c  and ceremonial 
s i t u a t i o n  surrounding the  bur ia l .  There is, unfor tunate ly  no 
evidence of ac tua l  a r t i s t i c  expression a t  t h i s  site,  but  i t  is 
c lea r ly  documented a t  Koonalda cave, dated t o  ca. 20,000 B.P. 
Koonalda cave exh ib i t s  many s i m i l a r i t i e s  t o  t h e  a r t  sites of 
the  European Palaeol i th ic ,  being a l a r g e  underground cave with 
the  a r t  being created i n  an a rea  where the re  is no n a t u r a l  l i g h t ,  
more than 150 m. from the  entrance.  On t h e  s o f t  wal ls  of t h i s  
limestone cave Austral ian Aboriginals made two kinds of markings. 
The majority consis t  of p a r a l l e l  meandering l i n e s  drawn with t h e  
f ingers  - s imi lar  t o  what is c a l l e d  "macaroni" i n  European a r t .  
The other markings a r e  f i n e  incised l i n e s  drawn by a s t i c k  o r  s tone  
f lake.  Few d e f i n i t e  pat terns  have been found a p a r t  from some 
l a t t i c e s  and one herringbone design: t h e r e  is no merging of 
"macaroni" designs i n t o  animal o u t l i n e s  a s  can be seen i n  Europe. 
A t  other s i t e s ,  l a t e r  examples of inc i sed  l i n e a r  and bird-track 
motifs  can be dated only t o  some 6,000 years  ago, by t h e i r  chance 
inclusion i n  an archaeological deposi t .  
No such success has been a t t a i n e d  i n  da t ing  t h e  major i ty  of 
the  superb rock paintings found i n  many p a r t s  of Aust ra l ia .  While 
there  is reason t o  believe t h a t  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  is a t  l e a s t  2,000 
years o ld ,  the re  can be no doubt t h a t  t h e  major i ty  of t h e  pa in t ings ,  
which were made i n  s h e l t e r s  and overhangs r a t h e r  than well-protected 
underground sites, d a t e  t o  within t h e  l a s t  few hundred years.  On 
the  other hand, the  great  area1 v a r i a t i o n  i n  a r t i s t i c  expression 
suggests t h a t  i t  is of very long s tanding,  and t h a t  a r t  was as 
much pa r t  of Pleistocene l i f e  as i t  i s  today. 
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Man-environment r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
The animal remains found a t  Lake Mungo record the  same fauna 
a s  t h a t  found i n  t h e  a r e a  i n  t he  nineteenth century. Twenty s i x  
thousand yea r s  ago the  Aborigines were ea t ing  freshwater s h e l l f i s h ,  
golden perch up t o  16 k i l o s  i n  weight, small  b i r d s ,  emu eggs and 
a v a r i e t y  of marsupial  mammals. Only one bone belonging t o  an 
animal now e x t i n c t  was found, and tha t  belonged t o  a  carnivore 
which became e x t i n c t  i n  t h e  Aust ra l ian  mainland only ca. 4000 
yea r s  ago. 
The presence of an e s s e n t i a l l y  'modern' fauna a t  t he  Mungo 
s i t e  r a i s e s  a problem of major i n t e r e s t .  What w a s  t he  r e l a t ionsh ip  
of Aboriginal  man t o  t h e  numerous, g i an t ,  now-extinct marsupial 
mammals which ex i s t ed  i n  A u s t r a l i a  i n  Late P le is tocene  times? 
Did man i n  f a c t  p lay  a r o l e  i n  t he  ex t inc t ion  of these  animals? 
The problem is a c r i t i c a l  one i n  view of t he  widespread be l i e f  t h a t  
hunt ing  and ga ther ing  communities ' l i v e  f o r  mi l lennia  i n  a  s t a b l e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e i r  environment' (J. Deetz) ,  a r e  p a r a s i t i c  on i t  
(M. Meggi t t ) ,  o r  r ep resen t  unchanging man i n  an unchanging 
environment (R.W. Pu l l e ine ) .  It i s  made more c r i t i c a l  by the  
d iscovery  a t  Lake Menindee, only 160 km. from Mungo, of a  l a r g e  
c o l l e c t i o n  of g i a n t  marsupials  dated apparently t o  t he  period 
20000 - 26000 yea r s  B.P., and by seve ra l ,  though a l l  dubious, 
a s s o c i a t i o n s  between such animals and human c u l t u r a l  remains. 
Throughout t h e  P le i s tocene  - and f o r  long before i t  - t h e  
Aus t r a l i an  fauna included a number of g i a n t  forms which, while  
they  evolved slowly,  d i d  not  s e r ious ly  decrease i n  absolu te  numbers 
of spec ies .  Between La te  P le is tocene  and Recent times, however, 
about  one-third of a l l  t h e  Aust ra l ian  mammals l a rge r  than r abb i t  
s i z e  became e x t i n c t .  Environmental change is o f t en  c i t e d  a s  a  
cause of t h i s ,  i n  A u s t r a l i a  as i n  other  p a r t s  of t he  world, and 
i t  is c e r t a i n l y  t r u e  t h a t  i n  t h e  southern p a r t s  of t he  continent  
i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h e r e  was a considerable change i n  cl imate i n  post- 
P l e i s t o c e n e  times. But t h i s  does not  appear t o  be t r u e  i n  t he  
n o r t h  and we may also n o t e  t h a t  t h e  c e n t r a l  a r i d  zone and i t s  
somewhat l e s s  a r i d  penumbra changes only i n  s i z e  and i n t e n s i t y  
r a t h e r  than i n  i ts  e s s e n t i a l  nature.  Thus any animals dependant 
on t h e s e  environments a t  l e a s t  could simply have moved with 
s h i f t i n g  c l i m a t i c  zones, a s  occurred, f o r  example, with reindeer  
i n  Europe a t  t h e  end of t h e  Ple is tocene .  Fur ther  a t  l e a s t  some of 
t h e  now-extinct spec i e s  were widely d i s t r i b u t e d  wi th in  Aust ra l ia  
and must be assumed t o  have had a high degree of environmental 
t o l e rance .  This  impl ies  t h a t  they would be unl ike ly  t o  be wiped 
o u t  by a c l i m a t i c  change. 
The a d d i t i o n a l  f a c t o r  which in t rudes  i n t o  the  Late  P le is tocene  
Aus t r a l i an  environment is  man, who is  both a hunter and, even more 
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importantly, i n  possession of f i r e .  Man t h e  predator ,  l i k e  o t h e r  
predators,  is dependant upon h i s  prey: i t  is highly un l ike ly  t h a t  
simply by hunting he can cause t h e  ex t inc t ion  of more than t h e  
occasional, highly specia l ised species.  It has taken t h e  complex 
technology of i n d u s t r i a l  man t o  se r ious ly  th rea ten  t h e  ex i s t ence  
of a l a rge  number of species through d i r e c t  k i l l i n g .  
But the use of man's c u l t u r a l  weapon, f i r e ,  may have more 
extreme e f fec t s .  R. Jones has recen t ly  c a r e f u l l y  documented t h e  
extensive use of f i r e  by Aboriginal man throughout t h e  continent.  
In  Tasmania, the  French, Dutch and English explorers  a l l  noted 
immense f i r e s  a t  a l l  seasons of the  year, and they, a s  w e l l  as 
G.A. Robinson who l ived with t h e  Tamnanians f o r  5 years i n  the  
18301s, recorded t h a t  these w e r e  s t a r t e d  by t h e  Aborigines. Peron 
f o r  instance i n  1809 saw a man with "a l igh ted  f i rebrand i n  h i s  
hand, s e t t i n g  f i r e  here and t h e r e  t o  the  bushes which covered 
the land". I n  t r o p i c a l  Arnhem Land today Aborigines s t i l l  i g n i t e  
enormous areas of bush during t h e  dry season and i n  the  Western 
Desert R. Gould has observed t h e  same behaviour. 
It is, of course, highly l i k e l y  t h a t  the  exis tence  of t h i s  
universa l  pa t t e rn  indicates  a long h i s t o r y  f o r  the  p r a c t i c e  and 
considerable advantages f o r  i t .  It seems, i n  f a c t ,  t o  be  t h e  
case tha t  q u i t e  l a rge  areas  of t h e  Austra l ian  vegeta t ion a r e  no t  
"natural" i n  a c l a s s i c  sense, bu t  have been set i n t o  t h e i r  present  
pa t t e rn ,  and a r e  so maintained, by man's continuous use  of f i r e .  
It has been shown, f o r  example, t h a t  considerable areas  of open 
country i n  eas tern  and western Tasmania have rever ted  t o  t h i c k l y  
forested country s ince  regular Aboriginal f i r i n g s  ceased 150 
years ago. Similarly,  the open parkland appearance of some p a r t s  
of northern Austra l ia  is very probably created by annual o r  
b iennia l  burning of the  smaller scrub growth, while t h i s  same 
burning a l so  ensures tha t  only f i r e  r e s i s t a n t  spec ies  have any 
major place i n  the  f lo ra .  
The use of f i r e  almost c e r t a i n l y  a f f e c t s  the  na tu re  and 
d i s t r ibu t ion  of fauna a lso .  I n  1848 Major Mitchel l  noted t h a t  i n  
the  parklike woodlands of an a r e a  he ca l l ed  Aus t ra l i a  Fel ix :  
"Fire, grass ,  kangaroos and human inhab i t an t s  seem a l l  
dependant on each other f o r  exis tence  i n  Austral ia. . .  
F i r e  is necessary t o  burn t h e  g rass  and form those open 
fo res t s ,  i n  which we find the  l a r g e  f o r e s t  kangaroo; t h e  
nat ive  appl ies  t h a t  f i r e  t o  the  g rass  i n  c e r t a i n  seasons,  
i n  order t h a t  a young green crop may subsequently sp r ing  
up and so a t t r a c t  and enable  him t o  k i l l  o r  take  t h e  
kangaroo with nets .  In  summer, the  burning of t h e  long 
grass a l s o  disc loses  vermin, b i rds '  n e s t s ,  etc."  
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This  i n s i g h t  i n t o  r e l a t ionsh ip  between f ire-bearing man and 
t h e  Aus t r a l i an  environment suggests  an  approach t o  t h e  problem of 
t h e  e x t i n c t i o n  of t h e  g i a n t  marsupials. We may suggest t h a t  man's 
a r r i v a l  i n  t h i s  cont inent  added both a new predator  and a new 
agent  of  environmental change. It was the  combination of both 
r o l e s  which, perhaps i n  conjunction wi th  c l ima t i c  change i n  some 
a r e a s ,  l e d  t o  t h e  e x t i n c t i o n  of some animals and, almost ce r t a in ly ,  
t h e  f l o u r i s h i n g  of o the r s .  
The e x t i n c t i o n  of some g i a n t  marsupials i s  but one case of 
hunter-gatherer  man's e f f e c t  on h i s  environment. I n  Aust ra l ia ,  
where a g r i c u l t u r e  and urban s o c i e t i e s  d id  not  e x i s t  u n t i l  t he  
n ine teen th  century,  we a r e  a b l e  t o  evaluate  both shor t  and long- 
term aspec t s  of t h i s  e f f e c t ,  by a combination of t h e  ethnographic 
and archaeologica l  records.  It is c l e a r  t h a t  Aborigines were not ,  
any more than  ourse lves ,  simply p a r t  of t h e  'na tura l '  system. The 
changes they caused i n  t h e  environment may have been noticeably 
slower than  those  brought about by a g r i c u l t u r a l  people with higher 
popula t ion  d e n s i t i e s  and more des t ruc t ive  technologies, but they 
were c e r t a i n l y  a s  important. 
Having made such an  evaluat ion ,  i t  may be asked whether i t  
is s p e c i f i c  t o  Aus t r a l i a ,  o r  whether w e  may use i t  t o  a s s i s t  our 
understanding of t h e  h i s t o r y  of man elsewhere. There can be no 
doubt t h a t  t h e  l a t t e r  is t h e  case. 
F i r e  is  we l l  documented some hundreds of thousands of years 
ago i n  Europe, no t  merely i n  caves but  a s  a hunting a id  i n  Spain 
and i n  England a t  l e a s t .  I f  used i n  t h i s  way, i t  seems l i k e l y  
t h a t  i t  was a l s o  used, a s  i t  is today, f o r  s igna l l ing ,  c lear ing  
t h e  ground and causing new p l a n t  growth. This  use of f i r e  must 
have s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a l t e r e d  much of t h e  environment used by 
p r e h i s t o r i c  man, gradual ly  replac ing ,  f o r  example, heavily 
f o r e s t e d  h a b i t a t s  wi th  more open savannahs, r i c h e r  i n  p l an t  and 
animal food. Man, t h a t  is, was probably expanding those 
environmental n i ches  which favoured h i s  way of l i f e  wel l  before 
a g r i c u l t u r a l  processes  began. Whether t h i s  was done in t en t iona l ly  
is  bes ide  t h e  poin t  - most changes of t h i s  kind a r e  not  - but  
by these  means he  probably s t a r t e d  many of t h e  changes w e  can 
s e e  going on today. Hunting and gathering man then must be 
looked a t  no t  a s  a pass ive  p a r a s i t e  on na ture  - such a view 
expresses  a l l  too c l e a r l y  European moral judgements on t h i s  way of 
l i f e  - b u t  a s  a man l i v i n g  l i k e  o ther  men i n  an environment, 
a f f e c t i n g  i t  f o r  h i s  s h o r t  and long-term advantage i n  various 
ways, n e i t h e r  b e t t e r  nor  worse than ourselves,  but  c e r t a i n l y  more 
success fu l  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a long-last ing economic system. 
The Aus t ra l i an  Aborigines'  successfu l  adaptat ion t o  and of 
t h e i r  environment d i d  not  however involve t h a t  kind of f l o r a l  and 
fauna1 e x p l o i t a t i o n  which we know a s  ag r i cu l tu re .  Why should t h a t  
be t h e  case? 
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The commonly accepted explanation is t h a t  the f l o r a  and 
fauna of Aust ra l ia  a r e  unsuited t o  domestication. Cer t a in ly  
Aust ra l ia ' s  a g r i c u l t u r e  today is based e n t i r e l y  upon crops and 
animals, and most anthropologis ts  have thus  tended t o  accept  P. 
Worsley's explanation of the Aboriginal  s i t u a t i o n  (1961): 
  heir mate r i a l  c u l t u r a l  equipment is p r imi t ive  and 
they have been i s o l a t e d  f o r  mi l l enn ia  i n  an inhosp i t ab le  
continent  with hardly any animals s u i t a b l e  f o r  domesticat ion,  
and no g ra ins  ... other  than some wild r i c e  i n  a few a reas .  
These f a c t s  a r e  explanation enough ..." 
This seems t o  m e  t o  mis-state t h e  problem. The Aborigines 
may have been unl ike ly  t o  invent a g r i c u l t u r e ,  but  why d i d  they 
not  adopt p l an t s  and animals from t h e i r  e x t e r n a l  c o n t a c t s  and 
become a g r i c u l t u r a l i s t s  i n  t h i s  way? For Aust ra l ians  were no t  
cu t  off  from t h e  ou t s ide  world i n  a t o t a l l y  inhosp i t ab le  
environment. 
External  contac ts  
Long before the  a r r i v a l  of Europeans, Aborigines were i n  
contact  with t h e  people of Indonesia and New Guinea. Seven 
thousand years ago o r  thereabouts we f i n d  i n  t h e  Aus t r a l i an  
archaeological  record two new t o o l  types and t h e  dingo (wild dog). 
From t h e i r  d i s t r i b u t i o n  i t  can be i n f e r r e d  t h a t  t h e  t o o l s  were 
introduced from the  nor th  and c e r t a i n l y  t h e  dingo must have come 
from elsewhere, although the  means by which it a r r i v e d  a r e  not  
c lear .  
The e a r l i e s t  d e f i n i t e  d a t e  t h a t  we have f o r  contac t  wi th  
farming cu l tu res  is about 800 years  ago, when Indonesian t r a d e r s  
were v i s i t i n g  the  nor th  coast  of Aus t r a l i a .  It is l i k e l y ,  however, 
t h a t  t h i s  t r ade  is of much longer du ra t ion  and farming, we now 
know, was prac t i sed  i n  Indonesia a t  l e a s t  6000 years  ago. 
The Indonesian t r a d e  wi th  Northern A u s t r a l i a  p e r s i s t e d  f o r  
800 years u n t i l  stopped by t h e  government. The t r a d e r s  came t o  
c o l l e c t  b&che-de-mer f o r  the  Chinese market, and set up camps 
along the  coast  where they stayed f o r  s e v e r a l  months during t h e  
wet season. Aboriginal men worked i n  t h e i r  boats  and t h e r e  a r e  
nineteenth century records t o  prove t h a t  a number of Aborigines 
t r ave l l ed  back t o  Indonesia and l i v e d  t h e r e  f o r  a while. The 
Aborigines were paid with r i c e ,  i r o n  and tobacco, they saw p o t t e r y  
being made and some a t  l e a s t  saw r i c e  being grown, bu t  they d i d  no t  
bring these  s k i l l s  back t o  Aus t r a l i a  wi th  them. 
There was a l s o  contact  between Aborigines and t h e  farmers 
of New Guinea, Trade was common between t h e  two, and t h e  Aborigines 
acquired drums, masks, ou t r igge r  canoes and bows and arrows. Even 
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some of t h e i r  ceremonies have a New Guinea look about them. Thus 
whi le  no r the rn  A u s t r a l i a  has  not  been i s o l a t e d  from the  outs ide  
world, t h e  Aborigines have adopted only i t e m s  which could be 
employed without  making major economic changes. 
One explanat ion  of t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  implied by Worsley, is  
t h a t  t h e  Aus t r a l i an  environment is unsui tab le  fo r  ag r i cu l tu re .  
There a r e ,  however, c l o s e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  i n  cl imate,  s o i l s ,  
r a i n f a l l  and vege ta t ion  between c e r t a i n  a reas  of northern 
A u s t r a l i a  and t h e  i s l a n d s  t o  t he  north:  a g r i c u l t u r e  of a kind 
p o s s i b l e  i n  t h e  latter r eg ion  is almost c e r t a i n l y  poss ib l e  i n  t he  
former. 
Another explanat ion  s t a t e s  t h a t  t he  conservat ive na ture  
of Abor ig ina l  r e l i g i o u s  philosophy p r o v i d ~ d  f o r  r i t u a l  r a t h e r  
than  t echno log ica l  courses  of ac t ion  t o  m d n t a i n  the  beneficence 
of t h e  environment. While t h e  philosophy was undoubtedly 
conserva t ive ,  t h i s  was probably a s  much a r e f l e c t i o n  of t he  lack  
of change as a cause of i t .  To g ive  the  r e l i g i o u s  aspec t  of a 
s o c i e t y  such weight seems u n j u s t i f i e d .  
A t h i r d  explanat ion  r e l i e s  on the  suggest ion t h a t ,  i n  t he  
no r the rn  t r o p i c a l  p a r t s  of Aus t r a l i a  a t  l e a s t ,  t he  hunting and 
ga the r ing  economy provided adequate indiv idual  subs is tence  f o r  
less labour  than  farming would have enta i led .  Aust ra l ian  
Aborigines,  t h a t  i s ,  were simply too wel l  of f  t o  bother  about 
a g r i c u l t u r e  and husbandry. This  explanat ion f i t s  i n  we l l  with 
o t h e r  s t u d i e s  of hunting and gathering economies. Very o f t en ,  
they seem t o  be  t h e  o r i g i n a l  ' a f f luen t  soc i e ty '  where l e i s u r e  
t ime is abundant - most hunter-gatherers  s l e e p  12-15 hours a day - 
and s u f f i c i e n t  food can be co l l ec t ed  with r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  
expendi ture  of labour.  It is only a g r i c u l t u r a l  and i n d u s t r i a l  man 
who works 8 hours  a day o r  more simply f o r  food and s h e l t e r .  
A u s t r a l i a n  Aborigines probably had good reason t o  r e j e c t  t he  
l abo r ious  l i f e  of a farmer and herdsman. 
I n  add i t i on ,  i t  has probably been important i n  Aboriginal 
h i s t o r y  t h a t  A u s t r a l i a  is an i s land .  Over most of t he  world, 
i nc lud ing  Europe, t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l i f e  was not invented but 
was forced  upon people by farmers who took over t h e i r  lands ,  
hunted t h e i r  game, des t royed t h e i r  p l an t s  and made the  t r a d i t i o n a l  
way of l i f e  impossible.  U n t i l  t he  a r r i v a l  of Europeans, t h i s  
d i d  no t  happen i n  A u s t r a l i a  and so  Aborigines were not ,  u n t i l  the  
last  200 yea r s ,  forced  t o  become farmers. 
We might note ,  however, t h a t  c e r t a i n  f ea tu re s  of t he  a g r i c u l t u r a l  
economy a r e  t o  be found i n  Aust ra l ia .  Some of the  roo t  crops tha t  
were c u l t i v a t e d  i n  New Guinea and Indonesia found t h e i r  way - 
presumably through man' S agency - t o  northern Aust ra l ia  but  were 
never farmed the re .  The Aborigines simply co l l ec t ed  them a s  they 
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d id  o ther  vegetables. 
S imi lar ly  t h e  domestic dog - t h e  Aus t r a l i an  dingo - was 
introduced from outs ide ,  and spread r a p i d l y  ac ross  t h e  cont inent .  
I n  some p a r t s  i t  was used i n  hunting and i n  a l l  a s  a companion 
and child-surrogate, thus f i l l i n g  an  important r o l e  i n  Abor ig ina l  
communities - and one which could be  r e a d i l y  apprec ia ted  by them. 
Aboriginal conservatism t h a t  is, may e a s i l y  be overs  t r e s sed .  
It is c l ea r  t h a t  t h e  soc ie ty  would adopt any new th ing  - animal, 
weapon o r  c u l t  - which could b e  e a s i l y  f i t t e d  i n t o  t h e  b a s i c  
economic pa t te rn .  I n  many cases  of course these  new f e a t u r e s  
produced unexpected long-term e f f e c t s  on t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of 
Aboriginal l i f e ,  but  t h i s  is t r u e  of a l l  s o c i e t i e s .  Even today 
we a r e  l a rge ly  unable t o  p r e d i c t  t h e  long term e f f e c t s  of such 
new developments a s  t e l e v i s i o n  o r  computers. Aborigines a r e  no 
wiser  o r  more f o o l i s h  than we. 
J. P e t e r  White, 
Univers i ty  of Sydney. 
(November, 1972). 
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